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Abstract 
This research addresses three related questions.  What are 
the standards that constitute good affordable housing 
architecture today?  Do buildings in New York that are 
financed with low-income housing tax credits meet those 
standards?  And finally, are the architectural similarities among 
tax credit buildings the result of specific aspects of the tax 
credit policy? 
 
Criteria derived from historical and contemporary literature, 
current residential design competitions and awards, and 
independent policy reports are used to assess thirty-seven 
recently constructed, affordable housing projects that were 
financed with low income housing tax credits.  The low-income 
housing tax credit legislation is studied in order to connect the 
architectural similarities among the thirty eight properties to 
aspects of the policy itself.  The policy analysis is then 
accompanied by three expert interviews:  two with private 
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The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit 
program is the prototypical housing 
subsidy.  Through it, private developers 
receive tax abatements equal to the 
amount they invest in developing 
apartment units with regulated rental 
rates.  It embodies the neoliberal 
model in which private equity is 
leveraged for public benefits and 
success is equated to net monetary 
gain.  Ninety percent of all affordable 
housing starts involve tax credit 
financing (Harvard, 2009).  But public 
officials, housing advocates, and even 
developers recognize that efficiency is 
not the only goal of affordable housing 
development.  A desire for architecture 
that meets the social needs of low-
income earners is evident in some of 
regulations and design standards that 
exist today (Bloom, 2008).  An 
assessment of the tax credit program’s 
ability to generate specific architectural 
qualities, and not just financial 
outcomes, is sorely needed. 
 
For this thesis, I undertook that 
assessment in New York City by 
addressing three related questions.  
What are the standards that constitute 
good affordable housing architecture 
today?  Do buildings in New York that 
are financed with low-income housing 
tax credits meet those standards?  And 
finally, are the architectural similarities 
among tax credit buildings the result of 
specific aspects of the tax credit 
policy? 
I derived a set of attributes that 
constitute ideal affordable housing 
architecture by synthesizing historical 
and contemporary literature, current 
residential design competitions and 
awards, and independent policy 
reports.  These attributes formed the 
criteria used to assess thirty seven 
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housing projects that were financed 
with low income housing tax credits.  I 
analyzed these sample projects 
qualitatively by conducting site visits, 
taking photographs, and applying the 
aforementioned criteria.  I also 
calculated and recorded metrics such 
as the percent of buildings within the 
sample group that are in commercial 
zoning districts but do not include retail 
(7%), in order to compare tax credit 
development to market-rate housing 
development.  Finally, I analyzed the 
low-income housing tax credit 
legislation in order to connect the 
architectural similarities among the 
thirty seven properties to aspects of the 
policy itself.  I augmented the policy 
analysis with three expert interviews:  
two with private housing developers 
and one with a New York City public 
official. 
 
This research is particularly relevant in 
light of New York City’s nascent 
housing master plan.  According to the 
plan, Housing New York, the City 
government will incentivize real estate 
developers to provide 200,000 units of 
permanently affordable housing within 
ten years (Cummings & DiPasquale, 
1999; The City of New York, 2014).  To 
anticipate what effect this amount of 
infill development will have on the 
City’s neighborhoods, planners should 
be cognizant of the prevailing 
architecture of affordable housing, and 
how it can be improved.  These units 
could not only be affordable; they could 
contribute to a higher standard of living 








Image 2 (Below): Jesup Heights Apartments, 
1510-1530 Jesup Avenue Bronx 
Affording housing financed with tax credits is 
built quickly and inexpensively; and, so far, most 
owners have honored their commitments to 
affordability beyond the program’s 15-year term.  
But have designs fallen behind other building 








The purpose of this section is to 
establish the political and social 
intentions of the Low-Income Housing 
Tax Credit Program.  The program is 
seen as a reaction to large-scale public 
housing development but it also 
preserves many of the social goals of 
public housing in an increasingly 
private sector-oriented society. 
 
Housing assistance to the lower-middle 
class has been a contested issue from 
the very beginning of the American 
social welfare movement (Bloom, 
2008).  The legal provisions and 
funding sources for housing have 
shifted with successive governments’ 
oscillations along the political 
spectrum.  From the late nineteenth 
century until approximately 1930, 
charities and settlement organizations 
undertook the provision of affordable 
housing.  Between 1930 and the end of 
the Korean War, the first public 
housing agencies pursued a utopian 
vision of social housing, in which a 
large portion of the population could 
live in publicly built developments that 
combined modern architecture and 
amenities with social services and 
retail.  However, in the post-war period, 
housing demand necessitated 
standardized development models that 
forwent innovative design and site 
planning.  Race and class biases 
became even more explicit as budget 
cuts forced officials to make tradeoffs.  
Finally, tax reform in 1986 bestowed 
almost all of the responsibility for 
developing affordable housing upon 
the private sector, with the assistance 
of government through subsidy or tax 
abatement (Cummings & DiPasquale, 
1999).  This will be the system under 
which New York’s ambitious goal of 
200,000 units is pursued. 
 
Private Development, Public 
Assistance 
 
Private affordable housing 
development relies on two types of 
subsidy: “tenant based” and “project 
based.”  Tenant based subsidies, or 
Section 8 vouchers (referring to section 
8 of the Housing Act of 1937), are 
credits distributed to tenants in order to 
pay rent at a unit of their choosing 
(HUD, 2015).  Project based subsidies 
allow landlords and developers to 
charge below-market rents to qualifying 
tenants and still meet their expenses.  
The LIHTC program is the most 
prominent project-based housing 
subsidy. 
 
Project Based Subsidies 
 
The three most common project-based 
subsidies are inclusionary zoning, Low-
Income Housing Tax Credits, and low-
interest financing.  Through 
inclusionary zoning, developers can 
earn the right to develop more units by 
agreeing to reserve 20 per cent of the 
total units built as affordable to families 
of moderate or low income (DCP, 1).  
Inclusionary zoning aims to integrate 
households of mixed incomes into 
dense residential districts where land 
values and the cost of living are 
normally prohibitive. 
 
Where land is slightly less valuable, 
developers often rely on Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) to offset 
their costs.  These credits are provided 
for new buildings which lease at least 
20 per cent of units to low-income 
households, or at least 40 per cent of 
units to moderate-income households 




(Furman Center, 2011).  The value of 
the credits is equal to the total cost of 
every affordable unit built.  Typically a 
developer sells LIHTCs to investors in 
a secondary market to raise capital for 
the project.  This is known as 
syndication.  Because recent stricter 
banking regulations require banks to 
invest in affordable housing, the 
secondary market for LIHTCs is strong.  
Credits sometimes sell for more than 
the value of the tax abatement 
(Furman Center, 2011).  Finally, City, 
state, and federal agencies all provide 
low-cost financing for affordable
housing development in New York City.  
Non-profit entities, such as Community 
Development Corporations, typically 
employ this method.  At the federal 
level, HUD provides both mortgage 
insurance and low-interest rate 
financing to developers.  In exchange, 
HUD and the developer negotiate an 
affordable rental level for all units and 
HUD must approve any future rent 
increases.  The active state agency is 
the New York State Housing 
Development Corporation (HDC), a 
bond issuer, and the active city agency 
is the New York City Department of
 Housing Preservation and 
Development (HPD).  Recently, the 
annual budget of HPD was doubled in 
order to improve its capacity to provide 
financing and guarantee loans (The 
City of New York, 2014). 
 
This thesis studies only Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credit financing because 
it is primarily used to finance rental-
only, fully affordable developments for 
middle- and low-income earners and is 
not targeted toward a particular 
demographic or social group. 
 
Housing Trends and Shifts 
 
The abandonment public housing in 
the 1970s and 1980s was not without 
expectations for what private housing 
could become in the future.  Two major 
shifts in ideology were an aversion to 
lot setbacks and non-contextual towers 
and a preference for preservation over 
site clearance (Interview with Walter 
Roberts, 2015).  The evolution from 
modernist to post-modern architecture 
reflects this preference for place-based 
designs and “contextual” buildings, 
which fit in with their surroundings and 









Friendly Towers at 1262 
Nelson Avenue includes 
feau-limestone 
cornerstones to mimic 







Recent planning literature, along with 
several celebrated developments, has 
emphasized forward thinking 
architectural elements rather than 
contextual designs.  Housing 
advocates have pushed for reduced or 
waived parking regulations to allow for 
greater flexibility in building envelopes 
(Wall Street Journal, 2015). 
 
Mayoral Influence: 
Bloomberg and De Blasio 
 
The current and former mayors have 
made influential public statements 
about affordable housing design.  
These statements are indications of 
what planners and public officials 
envision for housing and can be used 
as guides for assessing the affordable 
housing buildings in this research.  
Michael R. Bloomberg increased the 
planning capacity of the New York City 
government and developed an 
affordable housing platform when he 
took office in 2002 (What Works 
Collaborative, 2010).  In February 
2006, Mayor Bloomberg announced a 
middle- and moderate-income housing 
plan that sought provide thousands of 
housing units by incentivizing private 
developers (New York City Housing 
Authority, 2006).  In prioritizing 
inclusionary zoning as a means to 
achieve his housing goals, the mayor 
supported high-rise architecture in 
dense neighborhoods with a mix of 
income levels.  This pro-development 
approach marginalized small 
development firms and single-building 
projects in low-density neighborhoods. 
 
Current Mayor Bill De Blasio has 
increased the budget of the 
Department of Housing Preservation 
and Development in order to prioritize 
fully affordable development projects 




The LIHTC program is governed at the 
federal level but acted upon at the 
state and city level.  Project based 
subsidy programs require strict 
definitions of affordability to ensure that 
the units they produce serve the 
population in need.  The federal 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) creates qualifying 
income categories for every 
metropolitan statistical area in the 
United States.  The affordability 
requirements are a departure from 
social housing because they suggest 
that subsidized housing is only a short-
term solution for a small subset of the 
population.  In New York City there are 
hundreds of thousands of individuals 
who qualify for affordable housing.  
Income is so polarized in New York 
City that the median level is skewed by 
the upper class, and even legally 
“affordable” rental rates are not realistic 
for many families. 
 
Apartment units reserved for each 
income class are rented at a rate equal 
to 30 per cent of their annual income.  
This system disadvantages families 
who earn low incomes relative to their 
income category.  Furthermore, each 
income category is skewed upward by 
the presence of abnormally high 
income-earners within the metropolitan 
statistical area.  This is particularly true 




The type of project subsidy used to 
create an affordable housing project 
could influence some of the building’s 
specific design traits, if the developer 
felt compelled to make certain choices 







The extent to which design practices 
are spread by developers seeking to 
minimize political or economic costs is 
both a design question and a political-
economic question.  However, 
researchers have largely addressed 
affordable housing as just one or the 
other.  Those studying the political-
economic aspects of housing define 
success by numerical indicators such 
as number of units built and income-to-
rent payment ratio.  Those studying 
design relate architectural principles to 
social purposes.  For example, the 
public housing advocate Elizabeth 
Wood studied how “semi-public 
spaces,” like lobbies and atria “promote 
accidental and causal communication 
with people” (Wood, 1962).  It is 
important to synthesize these two 
approaches before merging them. 
 
Academics studying housing design 
have advocated for strikingly similar 
concepts, since as long ago as the 
social housing era of the early 
twentieth century (Bloom, 2008).  
Common definitions of “good” 
architecture include: designing for 
visibility and chance social interactions; 
creating engaging street-fronts for 
pedestrians; providing a mix of unit 
sizes and types; and using strategic 
cost savings.  There is a consensus 
that multifamily residential buildings 
can improve neighborhoods and 
encourage healthy lifestyles among 
their residents (Wood, 1962).  
Furthermore, “design can facilitate the 
fabric out of which a tenant 
organization grows, and by means of it 
can be effective (Wood, 1962).”  
Elizabeth Wood relied on empirical 
evidence for her work; as a housing 
authority executive she observed how 
residents interacted with and utilized 
buildings’ spaces such as lobbies, 
community rooms, and gardens.  
Federal housing regulations that 
require community rooms are a legacy 
of her work (Bloom, 2008). 
 
Other empirical work has focused on 
the relationship of housing projects to 
their neighborhood.  Specifically, site 
planning, ground floor spaces, and 
public spaces are architectural factors 
that can help or prevent a building from 
improving street life.  Clare Cooper 
Marcus emphasizes the value of 
facades and storefronts in her 1986 
book, Housing as if People Mattered.  
Marcus argues that articulated facades 
reduce repetition and make buildings 
appear smaller (Marcus, 1986).  
Secondly, different street frontages 
warrant different types of retail.  Large 
convenience stores which occupy long, 
visually bland frontages should be 
located away from the most prominent 
intersections because they are already 
known destinations.  Shops with small 
and varying frontages should be 
placed along wide-street frontages 
(Wood, 1962 and Marcus, 1986).  Early 
calls for varied facades and retail 
spaces evolved into a preference for 
mixed use development among both 
scholars and developers in the 1980s 
and 1990s.  In an article published in 
2011, “Architecture for Affordable 
Housing,” Sonjay Porwal concludes 
that architecture should promote a mix 
of uses at the street level to provide 
services for both residents and 
neighborhoods (Porwal, 2011). 
 
Porwal’s article constitutes a list, or 
toolbox, of architectural elements that 




utilize in order to produce buildings that 
impact neighboring businesses and 
residents the most positively.  Another 
item on this list is to promote a gradual 
mix of home sizes within a single 
building to bring about “economic 
homogeneity at a socially acceptable 
level” (Porwal, 2011).  Wood (1962) 
and Marcus (1986) also encourage 
architects to vary the unit sizes and 
types within buildings.  One design 
guideline from Housing as if People 
Mattered is “Life Cycle Clusters,” or 
blocks of units within buildings that 
locate residents near others at the 
same stage in life and with the same 
need (Marcus, 1986). 
 
Wood, Marcus, and Porwal all 
conclude that choice of construction 
materials is the keystone that, in 
exemplary cases, allows developers to 
simultaneously save cost and create 
an attractive living environment.  Steel 
frames and synthetic siding are 
perceived as cost effective, but Marcus 
argues that traditional building 
materials save money in the long run.  
Brick and timber are “the two most 
versatile and adaptable materials, [as 
they] are easily fixed to, torn down, 
poked through, and added to” she 
states (Marcus, 1986).  A fourth 
scholar, Martin Pawley, suggests that 
economizing can be done strategically.  
“Concrete floors, block linings, and 
plasterboard partitioning systems” are 
materials that reduce costs and have 
long functional lives, when installed 
well and furnished.  Elements such as 
“light timber trusses joined by 
connectors instead of craftsmanship” 
give architecture an identity without 
incurring undue costs (Pawley, 1971). 
 
Wood, Marcus, Porwal, and Pawley 
provide a scholarly basis for 
developing standards for affordable 
housing today.  In the next section, 
these factors will be combined with 
criteria from contemporary architectural 
awards and affordable housing design 
competitions.  But the methodology for 
this study must also consider past 
policy analysis regarding affordable 
housing.  Several authors have written 
about the relative merits of project- and 
tenant-based subsidies.  This literature 
is necessary to understand the effect 
of tax credit financing (a project-based 
subsidy) on the architecture of 
affordable housing projects. 
 
During the last several years in New 
York City, the topic of affordable 
housing architecture has been most 
frequently visited by non-profit entities 
and housing advocacy groups.  A 
number of reports on this topic have 
been recently released.  A report by 
the Citizens Housing & Planning 
Council in 2014 advocates for 
deregulation of outdated building 
envelope requirements to allow 
developers the ability to save costs 
and create more modern designs 
(CHPC, 2014).  This report provides a 
precedent for the methodology of this 
research; CHPC analyzed a sample of 
seventeen affordable housing 
developments by studying their zoning 








This research explores the impact of 
zoning, policy, and developers’ choices 
on the physical design of affordable 
housing. Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credit buildings were chosen for the 
study for several reasons, most notably 
that: LIHTC is the most common form 
on affordable housing project subsidy; 
tax credits are not restrictive to specific 
types of supportive housing; and the 
tax credit program involves city, state, 
and federal agencies, which adds to 
the relevance of the study.  The 
research methodology undertaken was 
to (1) derive a representative sample of 
LIHTC-financed properties in New York 
City, (2) rate the sample set based on 
the criteria developed through the 
literature review To answer this 
question, I have studied a sample of 38 
properties in New York City that were 
financed with Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credits.  The sampled properties are 
financially stable, 100% rental, and 
medium-scale (meaning they are not 
assemblages or multi-block urban 
renewal projects).  I analyzed the study 
sample quantitatively by the 
percentage of the buildings which meet 
each of the criteria developed in the 
previous section.  I then conducted site 
visits to each property in order to 
characterize their appearances and 
relationships to the surrounding built 
form.  Photographs are the strongest 
evidence of a lack of variation and 
quality in design.  Finally, I investigated 
the role of public officials and real 
estate developers through interviews 
and primary source research.  The 
study sample revealed that it is 
common for a developer to replicate a 
single design on multiple sites.  
Inasmuch as this is an undesirable 
practice, my interview questions were 
intended to reveal why this occurs and 
how it might be disincentivized.  I also 
sought to understand what legal ability 
public officials have to influence the 
design of tax-credit affordable housing. 
 
Primary Source Research 
 
Affordable apartment buildings that are 
architecturally appealing and that have 
helped revitalize a block or 
neighborhood exist.  This suggests that 
developers can choose to build 
attractive buildings with quality 
materials or buildings that appear 
inexpensive or neglected.  I conducted 
interviews to understand that choice, 
as well as what it would take to 
incentivize developers to follow best 
practices, how the city attempts to 
promote better design. 
 
The interview participants included 
representatives of two developers that 
developed and now own buildings 
within the study sample, as well as a 
representative of New York City 
Department of Housing Preservation 
and Development with knowledge of 
the government’s role in approving and 
developing design guidelines for 
developers.  A full description of the 
completed interviews is provided in the 
appendix.  Interviews revealed the 
common procedures and cost-saving 
approaches that lead to design trends 
among projects. 
 
Developer Interview Schedule: 
 
The questions below were used to 
stimulate a discussion around the 
policy and procedure aspects of 
affordable housing that the interviewee 
is involved with, and why they are 





Figure 1: Developer Interview Schedule 
 
  Why did you pursue LIHTC financing alone and what factors determine which 
subsidy you apply for? 
 
What are the differences in compliance and oversight between LIHTC and other 
subsidy programs? 
 
Is working with federal-level programs an advantage or disadvantage compared to 
working with only city- or state-level programs? 
 
What percentage of the project budget (for this specific development in question) did 
you spend on architecture and design? 
 
Is your organization only based in New York? 
 






Defining Design Criteria 
 
The criteria derived from the housing 
literature reviewed are consistent with 
the criteria established by the federal 
department of Housing and Urban 
Development in an annual student 
design competition for affordable 
housing (HUD, 2015).  HUD’s criteria 
are divided into three categories: 
environmental, financial, and social.  
The environmental criteria for buildings 
include energy- and resource-
efficiency, meaning that buildings 
should consume minimal amounts for 
water and fuel, and that buildings 
should be constructed with low-impact 
renewable and recycled materials 
where possible (HUD, 2015).  The 
financial criteria stipulate that buildings 
are designed to facilitate replacement 
and maintenance of systems (HUD, 
2015).  The social criteria state that 
design should encourage networking, 
promote a sense of place, and provide 
access to social and community 
services when possible (HUD, 2015). 
These criteria are also evident in 
renowned and award-winning 
affordable housing projects in New 
York City.  Critical reviews and other 
press surrounding several newly 
constructed projects demonstrate that 
social housing criteria are still valued in 
housing development.  Two examples 
are Via Verde, a 151-unit development 
in the West Farms neighborhood of the 
Bronx, and the  124-unit Sugar Hill 
Apartments in northern  Manhattan by 
Architect David Adjaye. 
 
Sugar Hill Apartments include daycare 
and a museum space, and Via Verde 
is designed with terraced roof gardens 
which are used for agricultural 
education and programming for 
residents.  While social and education 
components are often interior spaces, 
they can affect the design and layout of 
buildings and their first floor uses.  
Active spaces such as museums draw 
people to the buildings and reduce the 
stigma that often accompanies 
affordable housing (Porwal, 2011). 
 
The use of façade materials is one of 
the most noticeable ways that 
affordable housing developers create 
mundane similarities among their 
buildings.  Because the majority of 
acclaimed residential buildings large 
glass windows and incorporate a 
variety of materials, masonry paneling 
(prefabricated panels of non-structural 
brick) has become an indicator or a 
cheaply or poorly built structure (AIA, 
2015).  The use of aesthetic materials 
is noted for each building within the 
sample. 
  
Image 3: Sugar Hill Apartments by 





An independent policy report titled 
“The Building Envelope Conundrum” 
identifies some significant zoning 
constraints that effect the ability of 
developers to realize the full volume of 
their buildings which, according the 
report, especially affects affordable 
housing development.  The report 
identifies several building aspects as 
positive because they foster 
“encourage green technologies in new 
buildings, help develop sufficient 
communal spaces for resident 
services, and promote [multi-function] 
interior spaces.”  These aspects 
include full lot coverage, floor-to-floor 
heights of at least 9 feet, and the 
inclusion of modular construction 
techniques. 
 
There are three social aspects of 
housing design that help to improve 
residents’ quality of life and integrate 
affordable housing within 
neighborhoods.  First, housing should 
promote social interactions (Wood, 
1962).  Examples of this include stoop 
entrances, outdoor seating areas, and 
visible, well-lit frontages.  
Neighborhood public space is also a 
provision which offers residents a place 
to interact outside of their homes.  
Housing should also incorporate a 
variety of units types to support a mix 
of families and single residents.  
Finally, architecture can promote a 
unique sense of place, through 
distinctive design and public space 
use, such as a rooftop garden. 
The valuable architectural attributes 
communicated by all of the historical 
and contemporary literature on housing 
are distilled in figure 3 below.  This list 
of attributes constitutes a rubric against 
which each affordable housing project 
in the sample will be rated.
Image 4: 









There are hundreds of properties built 
with public subsidies in New York City.  
Fortunately, these are well 
documented due to compliance 
requirements and past research.  The 
Subsidized Housing Information 
Project (SHIP), created by the Furman 
Center at New York University, is the 
most complete and accessible 
database of subsidized, private 
affordable housing projects.  The SHIP 
database allows users to isolate  
 
 
subsets of the complete data set based 
on location, size, subsidy type, and 
economic performance (Furman 
Center, 2011, 1).  
 
The subjects of this research are 
rental-only buildings financed by the 
federal Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credit Program, without any other City 
or State program.  According to the 
Furman Center, there are currently 
1,506 such buildings in New York City 
(SHIP Data Search Tool, 2014).  
















Image 5: Geographic distribution of 
LIHTC properties sampled. 
 
set of LIHTC properties in order to 
derive a sub-set of developments with 
similar attributes and complete 
property information.  The criteria 
effectively hold factors such as unit 
size, subsidy type, and market 
conditions constant, in order to isolate 
policy and compliance, zoning, and 
developer choice as three independent 
variables to be tested for their effect on 
architecture.  The selection criteria are 
presented on the following page. 
Site
1 Active Street Frontages
2 Retail or Mixed Used*
3 Semi-Public Spaces
4 Neighborhood public space or resiliency asset
Materials/Construction
5 Varied Materials
6 Modular or Prefab Construction
7 Distinctive façade type
8 Fulfills building envelope
Social
9 Promotes chance social interactions
10 Variety of unit types





LIHTC Property Sample 
 
Criteria      Justification 
 
Year Built: min 2002 2002 was an election year in which Mayor Michael Bloomberg and Planning Director 
Amanda Burden took office.  During their shared time in power, design guidelines for 
new construction became common and affordable housing architecture and innovation 
was explicitly promoted.  The earliest construction date of 2002 also restricts the sample 
to buildings which have not been re-financed (which typically occurs 15-30 years after 
construction). 
 
Unit Size: min 10, max 200   These parameters remove statistical outliers from the data set and remove unusual 
cases such as property assemblages and superblocks. 
 
Building count:  max 2   Only two remaining properties consisted of more than two buildings, so these were 
removed as outliers. 
 
Assessed Value per unit:  min $10,000 Removes non-arm’s-length transactions. 
 
Remove buildings placed in LIHTC 
servicethree or more years after 
construction: Ensures that all sampled buildings underwent consistent funding and construction 
schedule. 
 
No outstanding violations: All buildings in the sample must be clear of violations, fees, and debt unrelated to the 
LIHTC syndication in order to be comparable. 
 
Remove HDFCs: HDFCs, or Housing Development Fund Corporations, are limited equity housing 






Sample Criteria Continued… 
 
Remove 421(a) projects: The 421(a) tax abatement program is typically utilized in large-scale, mixed-income 
developments that are not representative of fully affordable LIHTC buildings. 
 
No HUD financing or project assistance: This research is intended to isolate the LIHTC program. 
 
No other financing sources:   See above. 
 
Remove senior housing:   Excludes special financing and specific architectural and compliance requirements. 
 
Remove supportive housing:   Excludes special financing and specific architectural and compliance requirements. 
 
Restrict to similar market conditions: Of the 44 remaining buildings, 38 were located in one of four geographical areas: the 
Bronx west of the Bronx River Parkway, Manhattan north of 96th Street, the far Lower 
East Side of Manhattan, and Brooklyn east of Prospect Park.  Broadly speaking, these 
are neighborhoods with high ratios of renters to homeowners, and low market values 
relative to the City as a whole.  Thus, the sample was narrowed to these 40 properties. 
 
Number of Units: Less than 100: Only one building in the remaining set contained more than 100 units, so it was 
removed. 
 
Remove if owner/developer not listed: The data for each remaining property was verified using the HUD database of active 
LIHTC properties (http://lihtc.huduser.org/).  If the owner or developer of any property 





Sample Properties: General Data and Zoning 
Property Name Address Borough Tract Units Yr Built AV AV/unit Zoning Com. Over. Retail? Lot Area ResFAR BuiltFAR ZonArea BuiltArea ResArea UnderB
Franklin Avenue Apartments 1355 Franklin Avenue Bronx 149 66 2003 $1,452,780 $22,012 R6 FALSE N 2,864 2.43 1.55 6,960 4,440 4,440 (2,520)
Boston Road Apartments 1033 Boston Road Bronx 137 42 2005 $2,130,049 $50,715 R6 FALSE N 23,184 2.43 2.15 56,337 49,900 41,000 (15,337)
Jesup Heights Apartments 1520 Jesup Avenue Bronx 213.02 65 2005 $1,374,634 $21,148 R7-1 FALSE N 27,500 3.44 2.25 94,600 61,901 61,901 (32,699)
Community Access 772 East 168th Street Bronx 135 60 2006 $2,096,532 $34,942 R6 FALSE N 10,506 2.43 3.08 25,530 32,369 32,369 0
Jesup Heights Apartments II 1530 Jesup Avenue Bronx 213.02 75 2007 $7,111,230 $94,816 R7-1 FALSE N 27,536 3.44 3.11 94,724 85,600 85,600 (9,124)
Friendly Towers 1262 Nelson Avenue Bronx 211 33 2007 $1,325,222 $40,158 R7-1 FALSE N 11,356 3.44 3.37 39,065 38,216 38,216 (849)
2668 Decatur Avenue 2668 Decatur Avenue Bronx 397 18 2007 $755,442 $41,969 R7B FALSE N 4,633 3 3.4 13,899 15,772 15,772 0
Residencia Estrella-Vargas 2333 Prospect Avenue Bronx 393 33 2005 $1,233,806 $37,388 R7-1 FALSE N 9,500 3.44 3.57 32,680 33,912 31,086 (1,594)
Harmony Court 1305 Morris Avenue Bronx 179 73 2003 $1,223,100 $16,755 R7-1 FALSE N 10,400 3.44 3.67 35,776 38,212 38,212 0
Honeywell Avenue Apartments 912 East 178th Street Bronx 363 79 2004 $3,231,911 $40,910 C1-4/R7-1 TRUE N 20,842 3.44 3.86 71,696 80,479 80,479 0
Morrisania Terrace 501 East 165th Street Bronx 139 41 2006 $5,989,824 $146,093 M1-1/R7-2/MX-7 FALSE N 10,572 3.44 3.88 36,368 41,000 41,000 0
Honeywell II Apartments 906 East 178th Street Bronx 363 35 2008 $866,317 $24,752 C1-4/R7-1 TRUE N 9,372 3.44 3.9 32,240 36,596 36,596 0
Criscuolo Court 1941 Vyse Avenue Bronx 359 46 2002 $1,686,600 $36,665 C1-4/R7-1 TRUE N 13,432 3.44 4.06 46,206 54,494 54,494 0
Davidson Avenue Apartments 1750 Davidson Avenue Bronx 217.01 74 2005 $2,118,862 $28,633 R7-1 FALSE N 12,441 3.44 4.3 42,797 53,511 52,511 0
St. John's 355 East 165th Street Bronx 175 20 2005 $524,025 $26,201 R7-1 FALSE N 5,132 3.44 4.35 17,654 22,314 22,314 0
Pitzpatrick House II 425 Claremont Parkway Bronx 167 46 2005 $2,547,900 $55,389 R7-1 FALSE N 12,598 3.44 4.5 43,337 56,700 56,700 0
Diversity Works 1932 Crotona Parkway Bronx 359 42 2005 $2,218,596 $52,824 C2-4/R7-1 TRUE N 11,039 3.44 4.56 37,974 50,392 44,392 0
Hughes Ave Apartments 2031 Hughes Avenue Bronx 373 54 2008 $561,528 $10,399 R7-1 FALSE N 13,142 3.44 4.86 45,208 55,511 55,511 0
Georgia's Place 685 Prospect Place Brooklyn 221 48 2005 $1,216,170 $25,337 R6 FALSE School 1,821 2.43 1.69 4,425 3,078 3,078 (1,347)
Quincy 15 15 Quincy Street Brooklyn 231 48 2006 $3,361,500 $70,031 R6B FALSE N 17,500 2 2.91 35,000 50,938 50,938 0
Myrtle Avenue Apartments 854 Myrtle Avenue Brooklyn 259.01 33 2006 $2,337,709 $70,840 C2-4/R7D TRUE N 11,850 4.2 3.6 49,770 42,694 42,694 (7,076)
Melrose Apartments 51 Central Avenue Brooklyn 425 38 2005 $1,775,637 $46,727 R6 FALSE N 20,000 2.43 2.43 48,600 48,600 48,600 0
Noll Street Apartments 37 Central Avenue Brooklyn 425 60 2002 $2,848,980 $47,483 R6 FALSE N 20,000 2.43 2.43 48,600 48,600 48,600 0
Renaissance Estates 9 Noll Street Brooklyn 391 62 2004 $2,793,600 $45,058 R6A/C1-2 TRUE N 20,000 2.43 2.43 48,600 48,600 48,600 0
Rheingold Gardens 533 Bushwick Avenue Brooklyn 391 93 2004 $4,180,500 $44,952 R6A/C1-2 TRUE N 38,000 2.43 2.43 92,340 92,340 92,340 0
St. Leonard's Family Housing 52 Wilson Avenue Brooklyn 425 85 2004 $3,605,400 $42,416 R6 FALSE N 45,000 2.43 2.43 109,350 109,350 109,350 0
Snediker Avenue Apartments 720-728 Snediker Avenue Brooklyn 1098 20 2007 $1,476,108 $73,805 R6/C2-4 TRUE N 2,800 2.43 2.43 6,804 6,804 6,804 0
Flora Vista 326 East 116th Street Manhattan 188 20 2003 $809,640 $40,482 R7B FALSE N 4,541 3 3.33 13,623 15,118 15,118 0
Ortiz - Wittenberg Residence 169 East 109th Street Manhattan 172.01 44 2003 $5,266,800 $119,700 C1-5/R7A TRUE N 15,138 4 3.92 60,552 59,400 59,400 (1,152)
All Saints Houses 1948 Park Avenue Manhattan 206 99 2008 $1,370,003 $13,838 C2-4/R7-2 TRUE N 2,498 3.44 4.6 8,593 11,500 11,500 0
La Casa Quinta Apartments 1429 Fifth Avenue Manhattan 184 42 2004 $2,523,600 $60,086 C1-4/R7-2 TRUE Y 11,101 3.44 4.84 38,187 53,681 49,823 0
Carol L. Washington House 228 East Third Street Manhattan 26.01 60 2003 $6,437,430 $107,291 R8B FALSE N 2,640 4 4.88 10,560 12,800 10,960 0
Isla Nena Apartments 734 East Fifth Street Manhattan 26.01 48 2004 $1,120,852 $23,351 R8B FALSE N 2,837 4 7.11 11,348 20,160 20,160 0
Norfolk Apartments II 113 Norfolk Street Manhattan 18 52 2003 $2,761,470 $53,105 R7A FALSE N 2,517 4 7.51 10,068 18,900 18,900 0
Hancock Place Apartments 350 West 124th Street Manhattan 209.01 53 2006 $4,052,479 $76,462 C4-4D TRUE N 2,974 6.02 16.42 17,903 48,832 48,832 0
HCCI 2781 Eighth Avenue Manhattan 231.02 23 2005 $955,269 $41,533 R7-2 FALSE Y 5,625 3.44 3.44 19,350 19,350 19,350 0
St. Nicholas House 642 Saint Nicholas Avenue Manhattan 227.01 94 2002 $1,364,400 $14,515 R7A FALSE N 12,400 3.44 3.44 42,656 42,656 42,656 0
Figure 4: List of LIHTC properties within sample set. 
The figures highlighted in red in the final column show which 






The selection criteria yielded a study 
sample of 37 buildings: 18 from the 
Bronx, 10 from Manhattan, and 9 from 
Brooklyn.  The median number of units 
is 48 and the median assessed value 
is just less than $42,000 per unit.  Nine 
of the buildings, or 24 per cent, are 
underbuilt according to the current 
zoning.  These are financially viable, 
fully occupied, mid-sized buildings. 
 
The buildings can be grouped by 
owner/developer as well as 
geographically.  Aquinas Housing 
Corporation (for-profit), Highbridge 
Community Development Corporation 
(non-profit), and Dunn Development 
Group (for-profit) are each responsible 
for multiple buildings within the sample.  
There are visual similarities between 
these sets of buildings that relate to 
specific developer choices or actions, 
according to the experts interviewed.  
The properties also form a multiple 
geographic clusters in the Bronx.  906 
and 912 East 178th Street, 1941 Vyse 
Avenue, 1932 Crotona Parkway, 2031 
Hughes Avenue, and 2333 Prospect 
Avenue are all located in the West 
Farms Neighborhood.  1750 Davidson 
Avenue, 1262 Nelson Avenue, and 
1510-1530 Jesup Avenue are located 
within walking distance in West Bronx. 
 
One could say that the buildings form a 
class of their own.  There is a subtle 
commonality between the 
developments, each between five and 
seven stories and clad in brick or 
masonry panels.  Almost every building 
mimics prewar stylings on the ground 
floor by featuring smooth concrete 
blocks meant to imitate limestone, or 
rustication of some sort.  The following 
sections describe my visual 
observations organized by five 
categories: site planning, sustainability, 
commercial space and ground floor 
use, building envelopes, and social 
and educational components. 
 
While Via Verde and Sugar Hill 
Apartments are touchstones of 
architectural quality and social 
purpose, they are exceptions rather 
than the rule.  The projects included in 
the sample set constitute a different 
type of building altogether.  None of 
the buildings incorporated recycled 
building materials or modular or 
prefabricated construction techniques 
into their development.  Only one 
building, 685 Prospect Place, made a 
significant contribution to the public or 
community spaces of the area, by 
including a school within the 
development.  Very little innovation is 
evident in any of the projects, leaving 
little reason to expect innovation to 




The site planning of each project was 
straightforward.  In almost every case, 
a central lobby serviced the entire 
building, while no units featured 
separate entrances.  Landscaping 
buffered the first floor from the 
sidewalk and street.  Few of the 
buildings included semi-public spaces 
or seating areas for casual encounters 
and conversations.  Fifteen of the 38 
buildings feature iron fences and gates 
along their street frontage.  The 
fencing collects trash and debris, and 
shields the landscaping from sight.  
Three buildings typify this 
phenomenon: 1750 Davidson Avenue  
(Bronx), 2333 Prospect Avenue 





Figure 5: Number of buildings that exhibit each 
criterion 
The buildings also meet the street 
differently than many traditional 
residential buildings in New York.  
Often for accessibility or compliance, 
the first floor of subsidized buildings is 
level with the sidewalk.  However, 
market rate buildings typically offset 
the first floor and incorporate a stoop 
entrance in order to afford ground floor 
units privacy. 
 
Only one building, 685 Prospect Place, 
made a significant contribution to the 
public or community spaces of the 
neighborhood, by including a school 
within the development.  The school 
entrance helped to enliven the 
building’s corner frontage, aside from 
providing a desperately needed 
community service.  The remaining 
buildings in the sample do not utilize 
corner frontages at all.  While Elizabeth 
Wood and Clare Marcus argued for 
retail or public spaces at corners facing 
busy streets, this design principle is not 
exhibited by the majority of the thirty 
seven properties. 
  
RESIDENTIAL ACHITECTURAL FEATURES NUMBER OF PROPERTIES
THAT ADD VALUE INCORPORATING ELEMENT
Site (Sample Size: 37)
1 Active Street Frontages 0
2 Retail or Mixed Used* 3
3 Semi-Public Spaces 1
4 Neighborhood public space or resiliency asset 0
Materials/Construction
5 Varied Materials 0
6 Modular or Prefab Construction 0
7 Distinctive façade type 1
8 Fulfills building envelope 22
Social
9 Promotes chance social interactions 4
10 Variety of unit types 32
11 Promotes a unique sense of place 4
Image 6: From 




and 2668 Decatur 
Avenue exhibit 
iron fencing 







Image 7: Affordable Housing at 1941 Vyse Avenue 
(left and center) occupies a popular street corner 
with a two-story brick wall.  Conversely, a nearby 
building (right) features retail at the corner 
frontage. 
 
Only three of the 38 projects included 
retail at grade level (12 sites contain 
the necessary commercial zoning 
overlays).  This deficiency is the 
combined result of poor market 
conditions and lack of interest from 
developers.  However, the lack of retail 
creates noticeable visual similarities 
among affordable housing properties 






these buildings and market-rate 
developments. 
 
Materials and Construction 
 
Out of thirty seven buildings, only six 
are built with setbacks.  The remaining 
thirty one either perfectly fill out their 
allotted zoning area or are built 
precisely as high as financing would 
allow.  Either way, these tax credit 
buildings appear different from many 
market-rate developments due to this 
form.  Via Verde demonstrates that 
irregular building envelopes can 
produce a hierarchy of space, sections 
for community uses, and more private 
sections for residences.  The housing 
literature supports both building 
setbacks and varied facades (Wood, 
1962, Marcus, 1986).  In one 
successful example among the thirty 
seven properties, 1932 Crotona 
Parkway features a staggered façade 
rather than linear (see image on the 
following page).  The covered entrance 
mimics the shape of the building, and 
the blue synthetic paneling of the 
central portion of the building denotes 
common areas including community 
space, which the traditional masonry 
surrounds the residential portion the 
building.  This demonstrates 
adherence to the planning principles 
for design set out by the literature and 
derived criteria. 
 
Almost all of the thirty seven buildings 
feature façade variation, but upon 
visual inspection it became clear that 
this was a sort of token 




Image 8: 1932 Crotona Parkway 
 
practice.  Sanjay Porwal stated that 
creating variation along long facades 
improves the viability of retail and other 
street activities, an important 
neighborhood benefit (Porwal, 2011).  
But the variation in color and shape 
seen in many of the facades in this 
sample is negated by the monotonous 
use of material and the overall 
condition of the building. 
 
Social, Educational, and 
Sustainability Components 
 
While no buildings incorporated 
sustainable technologies into their 
design, some have undergone green 
retrofits through various funding 
programs later on.  In each case, the 
building designs prioritized maximizing 
the size and utility of individual units 
over creating a cohesive development 
with meeting spaces and efficient 
building systems.  This is a result of 
minimum unit area requirements 
imposed on tax credit projects by HPD.  
Note, the state and federal regulations 
actually require smaller units, which 
has caused some developers to only 
work with the State Department of 
Housing and Community Renewal 
(HCR) as opposed to HPD. 
 
Georgia’s Place Apartments at 685 
Prospect Place in Brooklyn includes 
both a ground floor school and roof top 
educational garden 
(www.georgiasplacefarm.wordpress.co
m, 2015).  This is an important 
example of how affordable housing 
buildings can incorporate features that 
strengthen their financial feasibility and 
provide a benefit to the larger 
community.  Educational elements are 
present at both Via Verde and Sugar 












Image 9: The architects of (from left to right) 1510 
Jesup Avenue, 906 East 178th Street, and 1750 
Davidson Avenue all created variation in long 








Sara Dobbs, a program director at the 
New York City Department of Housing 
Preservation and Development (HPD), 
provided a pragmatic explanation of 
the review and financing process for 
new construction.  Walter Roberts, the 
president of Hope Community 
Development Corporation, identified 
strengths and weaknesses in the 
current process.  Martin Dunn, a for-
profit housing developer, described the 
importance of soft factors such as a 
strong mission, dedicated staff, and 
personal relationships.  Dunn is the 
president of Dunn Development 
Corporation, the entity responsible for 
three buildings within the study sample.  
All three interviews, and the following 
accounts, focus particularly on three 
projects by Dunn Development Group 
(1750 Davidson Avenue, 1262 Nelson 
Avenue, and 854 Myrtle Avenue) and 
one project by Hope Community 
Development (169 East 109th Street).  
The interviews revealed key factors 
that influence the willingness of 
developers to engage in thoughtful 
architectural design and site planning. 
 
According to Sara Dobbs, the ability of 
the City Government to review and 
influence architecture relies heavily on 
the type of project.  If a project requires 
a change in land use, the rigorous 
Uniform Land Use Review Process is 
enacted, which affords the City plenty 
of leverage with which to demand more 
investment in architecture.  However, 
the ability of the City to carry out a full 
review is not guaranteed for as-of-right 
projects that do not require ULURP.  
Qualifying projects can receive Low 
Income Housing Tax Credits at either 
4% or 9% of the full value per year, 
depending on the other types of 
financing involved.  Projects that 
benefit from tax-exempt bond 
financing, for example, can only 
receive 4% tax credits, while projects 
that are privately financed can receive 
9% tax credits.  Only 9% tax credit 
projects undergo a competitive 
application process; 4% tax credit 
deals are non-competitive.  Dobbs 
confirmed that 9% credit applicants 
submit floor plans, renderings, and 
material samples, but in general the 
review focuses more on interior spaces 
than overall architecture.  In 
competitive application process’s 
formal scoring system, architecture is 
only allocated a maximum of seven out 
of thirty points. 
 
Another important concept introduced 
by the HPD Director was leverage.  
Private developers sometimes 
successfully use their fiduciary 
obligations as leverage to obtain fast-
tracked HPD approval.  For example, 
after holding onto a site for too long, a 
developer may decide that it has to be 
developed on a strict timeline with or 
without an affordability component.  On 
the other hand, the City has much 
more control over a project’s timeline 
and design if the project is developed 
on publicly-owned property.  The 
disposition of City land for affordable 
housing necessitates a competitive 
RFP process and allows for specific 
use requirements such as retail or 
community space, which often 
increases the architectural quality of a 
project (relative to the list of attributes 
derived in the literature review). 
 
Martin Dunn agreed with Dobbs about 




Private organizations often gain an 
upper hand because rising real estate 
prices require them to move quickly.  
He stated that the best developments 
require a strong social mission and 
dedicated staff members.  Importantly, 
few affordable housing projects 
actually require HPD involvement; 854 
Myrtle Avenue and 1262 Davidson, for 
example, did not).  The New York State 
Department of Housing and 
Community Renewal (HCR) 
administers the federal LIHTC 
program, and allocates about fifteen 
percent of its tax credits to HPD.  
Subtle differences in the capacities of 
HPD (city) and HCR (state), and the 
relationship of a developer to staff at 
the respective organizations, may 
affect how a project gets developed. 
 
Dunn did consider some zoning 
regulations and building codes to be 
adverse to contemporary architectural 
preferences such as natural lighting or 
multiple street-level entrances.  He first 
cited the parking requirement as a 
major constraint.  Private developers 
set goals in terms on number of units.  
From there, the more units they can fit 
into one development, the better (in 
terms of cost savings and efficiency).  
However, the parking requirement is 
waived for buildings of 25 units or 
fewer, incentivizing development types 
that would otherwise be uncommon.  
Furthermore, 9% tax credits come with 
per unit maximums which restrict the 
ability of developers to build large 
buildings.  In these ways, regulations 
work against the natural tendencies of 
developers, causing additional costs 
and limiting flexibility in design. 
 
Dunn offered a few ways in which 
private developers can free up time 
and money for investment in innovative 
architecture.  First, the Dunn 
organization has maintained a very 
positive relationship with both HPD and 
HCR over the past twenty years.  
Dunn’s proven track record pays off 
when they compete with other firms in 
competitive bids for City projects.  But 
Dunn has worked with many other 
types of property owners as well.  
Dunn has on several occasions 
partnered with churches to develop 
and unused lot adjacent to a church 
using the air rights from both properties 
combined.  In exchange, the church 
(and, often, the associated school) 
have access to community facilities 
located in the building Dunn develops.  
In addition, Dunn Development is 
made up of experienced professionals 
from the community development, non-
profit, and governmental sectors; 
hence the organization benefits from a 
socially conscious staff and a 
dedicated mission.  These are keys for 
organizations to invest in innovative, 
contemporary architecture. 
 
Walter Roberts confirmed the 
importance of soft factors such as 
mission, experience, and professional 
relationships, and added that 
affordable housing developers are 
tasked with catalyzing change through 
better design.  Community 
Development Corporations were the 
first to champion preservation over 
slum clearance in the 1960s and 1970s 
(Roberts).  Now, they have taken on 
new development at a contextual 
scale.  In part, this focus accounts for 
the similarities seen between so many 
affordable housing projects.  Brick or 
brick paneling is often used to mimic 
the surrounding facades, and some 
degree of rustication is common 






 The developments in this study almost unanimously eschew the features that writers and stakeholders have identified as 
beneficial for residential buildings.  The thirty seven properties exhibit exceedingly similar footprints and building envelopes.  Very 
little innovation is evident in any of the projects, leaving little reason to expect innovation to occur in the future.  It is evident that while 
public officials have a variety of policy tools to entice private developers to deliver public spaces, similar incentives do not exist for 
affordable housing.  The following eight conclusions are empirical ways in which affordable housing developments exhibit similarities, 
which could contribute to stigmatization and negative impacts for neighborhoods. 
 
1. Building size is often determined by available financing and not by zoning.  All of the developments studied are 
financially self-sufficient, yet approximately 30% are underbuilt.  The experts interviewed confirmed that developers most 
often build out as many units as can be financed by investors willing to pay for the tax credits.  Every building in the sample is 
between five and seven stories tall. 
 
2. Many of the buildings studied are very near one another.  This suggests that affordable housing tends to cluster.  One 
explanation is that developers are encouraged to invest in a project when and where an existing project has already proved 
successful.  This market-based method of site selection does not reflect any comprehensive planning goals, such as 
integrating different income levels. 
 
3. Prefabricated construction is not yet financially feasible.  None of the developments incorporated prefabricated 
construction, even though developers and public officials have suggested that this could be an expedient method of 
developing housing (City of New York, 2014).  The experts interviewed suggested that building designs are generated by 
engineers as often as by architects, and that engineers are more likely to use generic rather than original building designs. 
 
4. Affordable housing buildings are designed for active street frontages.  While twelve properties were located within 
commercial overlay zones, which allow retail, only two buildings contained retail units.  Moreover, the street frontages of 
these buildings are most commonly occupied by iron fences along the property line and shrubbery to separate the ground 
floor units from the sidewalk.  1941 Vyse Avenue occupies a highly-trafficked street corner adjacent to a bus stop, but a two-
story windowless brick wall faces the street.  This demonstrates that developers are not concerned with neighborhood 




5. Mixed-use is nearly non-existant.  In addition to the two properties with retail use, one other building including non-
residential use, a school (at 685 Prospect Place, Brooklyn).  The LIHTC legislation does not promote mixed-use at all; in fact, 
dedicating building area to non-residential uses only creates development costs that cannot be offset by the tax-credits, which 
only cover residential units. 
 
6. The overlapping jurisdictions of State and City housing agencies causes confusion.  All low-income housing tax credits 
allocated to New York by the Federal government are distributed  to the State through the Department of Housing and 
Community Renewal (HCR) and the Housing Development Corporation (HDC).  The state re-allocates 15% of these credits to 
the City through the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD).  However, because HDC and HCR are 
also active in New York City, developers can choose which agency to work with.  This dilutes the City’s ability to enforce its 
planning goals within affordable housing development, and forces developers to deal with more than one agency across their 
portfolios. 
 
7. HPD established a competitive selection process for affordable housing projects but it is rarely engaged.  HPD 
created a scoring system by which to judge applications for housing tax credits.  The scoring system gives preference to 
projects that propose a mix of uses, innovative designs, and neighborhood educational programming (HPD, 2015).  But this 
system is only applied to applicants for 9% credits, and not 4% credits, which are the majority of projects.  None of the 
properties in this sample were subject to this scoring system. 
 
8. More often than not, developers determine site selection for affordable housing.  The majority of affordable housing 
developments, and indeed all of the buildings in this sample, are proposed by private developers as opposed  to being 
originated by the City through an RFP process.  When developers already own sites, they gain leverage by proposing to 
development their as-of-right building area with market-rate units unless the City can approve their tax-credit applications 













1. HUD (Federal) Subsidize and incentivize new construction techniques such as modular units. 
 
2. HDC (State) Allocate higher proportion of tax credit vouchers to HPD to consolidate affordable 
housing oversight in New York City under a single agency.  Improve the capacity and 
networks of HPD. 
  
3. Mayor/Executive (City) Empower local entities through land use review and site selection 
  
4. HPD (City) Expand RFP process; commit to competitive selection process over non-competitive 
applications. 
  
5. DCP (City) Promote Alternative Building Envelopes through zoning and regulations. 
 
6. Inter-Agency Articulate and promote design standards 
Figure 6: Recommendations 
 
1. Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development: New Subsidies and Incentives.  Award-winning projects like Via-
Verde and Sugar Hill apartments were able to introduce architectural elements that average developers cannot afford due to 
significant grants and outside funding.  To make building practices such as modular construction more mainstream, HUD should 
update its affordable housing incentive programs to provide grants to developers willing to innovate with construction techniques 
and building materials.  This policy would create more variety among affordable housing projects and help introduce more 
efficient building techniques as the rate of affordable housing development in New York City increases. 
 
2. New York State: Tax Credit Allocation and Policy Changes.  Affordable housing in New York City is financed by Federal, 
State, and City programs and overseen by three separate government agencies.  Simplifying this arrangement would allow 
developers to work with a single managing agency for all of their projects and have a more clear interpretation of the design 




HPD, should assume control of all tax credit development in New York City.  This research suggests that HPD is better suited to 
take on this role because it has already developed a competitive application process and has aligned its policies with City 
Planning priorities (Interview with Sara Dobbs, 2015). 
 
New York State should allocate a higher percentage of its housing tax credit allotment to New York City through the Department 
of Housing, Preservation and Development, and HDC and HCR should scale back their activities within HPD jurisdiction.  This 
would afford HPD greater leverage in pursuing social housing objectives, including design improvements.  Furthermore, the 
experts interviewed indicated that relationship building is an integral aspect of housing development; developers recognize the 
advantages and efficiency of working with the same agency for multiple projects, and are more willing to adhere to progressive 
planning goals in exchange.  Greater control of project applications in New York City would allow HPD to build relationships with 
a greater number of developers have a greater impact throughout the city. 
 
3. New York City: Empowering Local Entities.  Power and decision-making in affordable housing development should be shifted 
to more local entities where possible.  There are several ways to accomplish this.  HPD could partner with community boards to 
achieve zoning changes or allowances for architects to experiment with built form.  All three expert interviews suggested that “soft 
policies” – including relationship building, networking, and education by developers and public officials alike – can achieve as 
progressive results as major policy shifts.  HPD should actively cultivate working relationships with developers, and developers 
will buy into the City’s housing agenda and develop to more creative and altruistic standards of design.  Networking events and 
conferences that connect developers to community advocates could result in mutually beneficial relationships, as demonstrated 
with Dunn Development’s partnership with Church of the Sacred Heart to provide a public space alongside a new housing 
development. 
 
The expert interviews revealed that the RFP process affords HPD more oversight over the design of affordable housing projects.  
HPD could apply this competitive selection process more frequently if Community Boards had a more influential role in site 
selection and public review. 
 
4. Housing Preservation and Development: Competitive Selection Process.  Regardless of the policy changes mentioned 
above, HPD should ensure that the competitive selection process for affordable housing projects that it has already developed is 
applied to the greatest number of applications possible.  This scoring mechanisms awards points based on various merits of 
projects due for consideration.  Architecture and design criteria make up seven points out of thirty (interview with Sara Dobbs, 
2015).  Currently HPD only applies its scoring mechanisms to projects that have applied for 9% tax credit allocations, or 




The competitive selection process is also applied whenever HPD issues an RFP for the development of city-owned land.  This is 
a successful practice because it allows the City to introduce low-income residents to high-income neighborhoods, balancing the 
distribution of incomes throughout the City and preventing affordable housing from clustering.  HPD should expand the use of the 
RFP process to develop properties under its control. 
 
5. Department of City Planning: Zoning and Regulation.  Loosening the regulations that govern building envelopes could allow 
future buildings to take advantage of solar and wind energy, allow greater light to reach units or north-facing street fronts, and 
provide new spaces for educational and social purposes.  Affordable housing developers benefit from the ability to construct as 
many units on a single property as possible, much like market rate developers.  Therefore, it should be possible to incentivize 
affordable housing developers to provide open space and neighborhood amenities in exchange for increases in buildable floor 
area.  These increases would contribute to more diversity of building dimensions among affordable housing properties.   In the 
long-term this problem must be addressed through zoning.  However, in the short term, Community Boards and Developers might 
work together to use the ULURP process to approve buildings with innovative and distinctive shapes. 
 
6. Inter-Agency: Design Guidelines.  The Citizens’ Housing and Planning Council suggests that design guidelines should be 
formalized and used as a stricter guide for new affordable housing developments (CHPC, 2014).  These new guidelines should 
borrow styles and materials from New York’s heritage buildings.  Many older buildings in New York feature rational site plans, 
with first floors offset from the street and retail located on busy street corners rather than side streets.  Furthermore, wood and 
masonry construction are cost effective and provide buildings with identity by helping to mitigate the institutional feel of 
standardized awnings, security fixtures, and bland community rooms.  The impetus for applying these building techniques falls to 























Appendix 1: Aerial and Street Photographs by Property; Full Sample 
 
Address Bird’s Eye Street View 
   
1355 Franklin Avenue 
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425 Claremont Parkway 
  
 





























734 East Fifth Street 
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720-728 Snediker Avenue 
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